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New Evidence About Phonics
Patrick Groof
San Diego State University
There have been dramatic high
points in the history of phonic instruction since it was purposed as a
preferred way to teach reading over
400 years ago. Among these
historical circumstances one must
give high ranking to the emergence
of the whole-word method. The advent of phonics teaching doubtless
was much aided by the regularization, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, of the pronunciation of vowels to form what we call
modern English. Despite the implicit support to phonics that this
harmonization of English pronounciation brought about, for centuries
the whole-word method challenged
phonics for supremacy in reading
instruction. While widely acceptable spellings for Modern English
came in 1755 with Samuel Johnson's
Dictionary of the English
Language, the competition to
phonics from the whole-word approach was not to be extinquished.
Advocates of the whole-word
method long have protested that
English is spelled too unpredictably
for phonics to have much
usefulness.
Phonics did appear to win the battle over reading methods in the
nineteenth century, nevertheless, at
least in America. The reports of the
fantastic popularity of Noah
Webster's American (Later
Elementary) Spelling Book in that
phonics was considered by
American teachers then as the
superior way to teach reading.
Although some prominent educators
of the age, such as Horace, Mann,
strongly supported the whole-word
method, the loyalty of teachers to
the end of the nineteenth century
stayed with phonics texts such as the
McGuffey Readers. Of pivotal importance in the contest between
phonics and the whole-word approaches was the rejection by
Boston schoolmasters of the day of
Mann's recommendation for the use
of the whole-word method. These
schoolmen dismissed Mann's view
that phonics should be abandaned
because English is spelled so unpredictably.
Highly influential teacher

educators, educational psychologists
and philosophers recued the wholeword method from the doldrums into
which it had falled in the nineteenth
century. Notable here were the efforts
of Francis Parker, G. Stanley Hall,
and John Dewey. The support of
these leading educational experts
after 1900 for the whole-word approach led to its acceptance by the influential Progressive Education
Association and as it turned out, by
the vast majority of teacher educators
during the first half of this century.
The supposed unpredictable nature of
English spelling once again was used
as the major support for teaching
words as wholes.

taught with the whole-word method
rather than phonics. Flesch revived
Bloomfield's argument that if
regularly spelled words (e.g.,
"Mat," "Ham," "fan") were first
taught to children, phonics would
prove superior to the whole-word
approach. Since Flesch was not a
bona fide reading expert, Jeanne
Chall, a Harvard professor of
education, was asked to reexamine
the evidence and to confront
Flesch's views. Much to the dismay
of the supporters of the whole-word
method in 1967 Chall reported in
Learning to Read: The Great
Debate that Flesch in essence was
correct.

It is true that between 1915 and
1955 the dominance of the wholeword approach in reading became
almost complete. So much so that
Dick and Jane, the main characters
of the most widely used of the wholeword basal readers were household
words. As much as the Webster and
the McGuffey texts and the their
phonics orientations influenced
nineteenth century teaching, the
whole-word basal readers took over
American reading instruction in the
first half of the present century.

Chall' s review of the research that
favors phonics teaching has had little effect on those teacher educators
who presently are opposed to
phonics, however. In fact, since
1967 there has emerged a new antiphonics movement as adamantly
against the systematic teaching of
phonics as was the Progressive
Education Association or the
authors of Dick and Jane. Frank
Smith, a psycholinguist and one of
the leaders of this movement, insists
that "to suggest that accurate
sounds can be reconstructed from
the alphabetic representation is like
suggesting that flour, eggs, and
water can be reconstructed from
cake." He maintains that "the first
objection to phonics as a way of
reading is that it is conspicuously,
unreliable," (pp. 128, 186).
It is clear then , that anti-phonics
movements over the years have based their objections to this way of
teaching reading largely on the supposition that English spelling is too
unpredictable for phonics to have a
useful purpose. To this effect after
1963 reliance was placed Theodore
Clymer's study in that year of the
"utility" of phonics rules. Clymer investigate how frequently the application of various phonics rules
results in accurate pronounciations
of words. Clymer decided that if a
phonics rule aided the pupil in getting the correct pronunciation of a
word 75 percent of the time then this
rule had "utility." Rules that did not
meet the 75 percent standard should

There were some notable objections made during this time to the
generally accepted notion among
educators that the whole-word
method was the preferred approach.
For example, Leonard Bloomfield,
an eminent linguist of his time, explained his objection to the wholeword procedures in the April 1942
edition of Elementary English
Review, an official organ of the National Council of Teachers of
English (NCTE). It is not known if
many members of the NCTE read
Bloomfield's proposal that words in
reading instruction be arranged so
that children would be impressed by
the regularity rather than the unpredictability of their spellings.
Those who did read it gave it little
serious consideration, it is obvious.
The whole-word method continued
with little challenge, until 1955.
In that year Rudolf Flesch claimed
that the reason Why Johnny Can't
Read was because he had been

43

not be taught to pupils, he advised.
My recent research with children
suggests that Clymer is wrong, and
accordingly that the main thesis if
the anti-phonics movements over
the years has no merit. It appears to
me that anti-phonics educators during this period should have paused
to refect on the following question:
"If a child can gain an approximate
pronunciation of a written word
through the application of phonics
rules, can he/ she then inf er and
reproduce the accurate pronounciation of the word?" Despite the obviously critical nature of the question I found that no research has addressed this issue.
To test the preceeding hypothesis
I had second-grade pupils listen to,
inf er and reproduce key words read
aloud to them in sentences. These
key words were mispronounced according to specific phonics rules,
e.g., "head" as /hed/. Out of hundreds of responses I discovered that
only seven percent were inaccurate.
That is, these children successfully
used the approximate pronunciation
of words to infer their accepted pro-

nounciations. I concluded that if
beginning readers can get an approximate pronunciations of an irregularly spelled word, they can
almost always infer the accepted
pronunciation of that word. Other
studies have shown that the mental
processing required in this task is
similiar to that undertaken when
children decode irregularly spelled
written words. Accordingly a
reasonable conclusion would seem
to be to that phonics does work for
children when they try to decode irregularly spelled words, like
"head."
The evidence from my study helps
confirm what the great mass on
research of reading instruction
since 1967 tells the teacher. That the
phonics instruction in a systematic
and intensive manner may bring on
greater reading achievement for
children than does the whole-word
approach. I have on my desk at present over fifty reviews of the
research to this effect. Through
these findings add to the stockpile of
evidence favoring the teaching of
phonics. Therefore, it seems we
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know that the argument that phonics
knowledge can be successfully applied to the decoding of the unpredictably spelled words, has some
validity. My study thus helps destroy
the seemingly last remaining false
objection that can be made to the intensive teaching of phonics.
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